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At our annual Christmas Eve Lovefeast, we sing a feast of carols. Each year I focus on the text of the carols to see which line grabs my attention. Which line of a carol draws me and tugs at me? For several years the one line that vibrates in my head is from “Brightest and Best Are the Sons of the Morning.” The line is “Dearer to God are the prayers of the poor.”
 
It sounds like a sweet, almost sentimental idea. But that sentence echoes the Scripture for today: 
“Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the Kingdom of God.”
 
We’d rather not talk about the poor. We’d rather not read texts from the Bible about the poor. Last fall, the Durham Herald Sun ran a very effective series of articles called “Living Below the Poverty Line.” The series was directed by Ron Landfried, a member of our congregation; it received high praise and journalism awards. But I wonder how many people really read it and allowed it to sink in. 
 
We spend a lot of time and money distancing ourselves from the poor. We do it almost unconsciously. We live in neighborhoods that usually isolate us from the poor. We drive on fast freeways that by-pass the poor. We avoid going into neighborhoods where the poor live. “It’s too dangerous over there,” we say. So, we have limited contact with the poor. In the process we are emotionally and spiritually deprived.
 
I’m grateful for the current series of sessions in our church’s February Forum, sponsored by our Peace and Reconciliation Mission Group, dealing with “A Faith Response to Poverty in Durham.” In those sessions I’ve been aware that the speakers have been ones who in their working life have direct contact with the poor. They have given reports portraying the hardships, the depression, and often the hopelessness that pervades the lives of those who live below the poverty line. 
 
We have trouble reading or listening to these stories about the lives of the poor. Why? Are they too painful to hear? 
Are we embarrassed by the poor? Are we ashamed of the poor? Are we angry at the poor? Sometimes I wonder if those in poverty are now the ones on whom we focus our prejudice and discrimination. Will Campbell has said that our country has now forgiven blacks for being black, but we have not forgiven poor people for being poor.
 
As I’ve reviewed my own life, I have realized that I grew up in a family that lived on the edge of poverty. Oh, we were not dirt poor. But we lived very near the poverty line. We knew that most other people had bigger homes and better cars than we did. Hand-me-down clothes were common at our house, and my brothers and I knew as teen-agers that we had to work to help with family expenses. We didn’t realize we were poor, and we found opportunities for education and advancement, made possible by scholarships and by those who opened doors of opportunity for us.
 
But even when we grow up with meager resources, we may still have trouble with what the Bible says about poverty. Our text from Luke will not let us off the hook. How does God see the poor? Luke gives us the truth, straight from the lips of Jesus: “Blessed are the poor, for yours is the kingdom of heaven.” Matthew’s Gospel says “Blessed are the poor in spirit,” which we might interpret as anyone who may be feeling low or depressed. But Luke, with his high awareness of social reality, reports Jesus saying bluntly, “Blessed are the poor.”
 
Jesus did not say, “Blessed are the rich.” It is clear that Jesus loved the rich just as much as he loved the poor. He spent time with rich people—Zaccheus, the Rich Young Ruler, and others. But he also challenged their values. He invited them to give to the poor. Why?
 
For Jesus far more is involved than giving handouts or welfare to the poor. Jesus knew that the highest priority for all of us is a clear relationship to God. Money easily gets in the way; it can become our god. Money is the god of our culture; it’s what we value most. But Jesus keeps challenging us: “You cannot serve God and mammon.” He knew that money and possessions easily become our main concern---what the Bible calls idolatry. 
 
Our relationship with God therefore involves curbing our idolatry of money. Likewise, our relationship with the poor is connected inextricably with our relationship with God. One church formed a small mission group built on a call to ministry with the poor. 
They met regularly and prayed together, and they decided that, as a spiritual discipline, each of them would reduce their net worth each year by 1 percent. “If they made $50K a year, they took one percent, $500, and put that money to work for the poor.” They did this out of faithfulness to God, their covenant with God. 
 
Solidarity with God means solidarity with the poor. In the Bible it is clear that while God loves all of us, God has a bias toward the poor. God takes the side of the poor. Jesus is our clearest manifestation of God, and Jesus has a passion for the poor; he reflects God’s passion for the poor.
 
When we read the Bible carefully, we will find a huge bulk of material about money, wealth, and poverty. I’ve heard Jim Wallis of Sojourners Community in Washington, DC say that they have researched all the passages in the Bible about the poor, poverty and wealth, and they decided to take scissors and cut out of a Bible all the sentences about the poverty and wealth. There was not much of the Bible left. Most of the pages were clipped and tattered. 
 
Some have suggested that wealth and poverty comprise the second most common topic found in the Old Testament, the first being idolatry. 
Likewise, in the New Testament Jesus talked more about poverty and wealth than almost any other subject, including prayer.
 
In the Bible wealth is seen as a huge danger, a hindrance to our trust in God. The Bible is clear that the rich are held responsible for the sufferings of the poor. Many of us are rich by the world’s standards. And the Bible teaches us that poverty is scandalous; it is not the will of God. 
 
Because of our discomfort, we who are rich would prefer to read the sections of the Bible that don’t speak of poverty and the injustice done to the poor. We’d prefer to hear “smooth things” that comfort us. With this attitude some people would rather go to a church where money and wealth are considered signs of God’s favor. Then we would hear that if we pray to God, we will have more money. If we adopt that theology, then we conclude that those who are poor do not have God’s favor. They lack God’s blessing. But Jesus says “Blessed are the poor.”
 
In the Bible over and over God is on the side of the “least of these”—the marginalized, the vulnerable. In Matthew 25, the Parable of the Final Judgment, the story states that we will not be judged by how many times we went to church, or how many hours we spent in prayer. We are judged by how we treated the poor---when you fed the hungry, Jesus said, you fed me. When you visited the weak, you visited me. “When you stand with the poor, you stand with me.” Jesus himself was poor; he even died between two criminals who were poor.
 
In our rich country, what do we do with Jesus, whom we call Lord? 
He’s poor, he sides with the poor. He has a passion for the poor. And we are his disciples.
 
If God is on the side of the poor, and Jesus is the incarnation of God, and Jesus has a passion for the poor and we are followers of Jesus, what does that tell us about our mission? Our trust in God, our spiritual health, is tied to the way we treat the poor. This does not mean a passive concern; there is a difference between concern and compassion. Concern is benign; it may have no action. But compassion is rooted in passion; it’s rooted in relationship, intentional relationship with the poor. (See Jim Wallis, Call to Conversion)
 
Since December I have been meeting monthly with a group of clergy in Durham to explore the great disparity between rich and poor in our city. We are considering how we might work together to end poverty in Durham. Durham has the highest income level in the state of North Carolina—an average income of $49,800 (Durham Chamber of Commerce figure). Yet we have an 18 percent child poverty rate, and a 14 percent adult poverty rate. It is shameful, intolerable, and unacceptable to have the highest income level and yet continue to have such nagging poverty. 
 
I have wondered about the faith community of Durham possibly setting a 25 year plan to abolish poverty in Durham. It sounds impossible. It sounds overwhelming. Some say that poverty is necessary in a capitalist society. But if poverty is contrary to the will of God, don’t we need to be working to remove it?
 
We also know that poverty is complex, often rooted in generations of deprivation. Poverty is often a root cause of drugs and violence. 
 
In 1996 our church began working in partnership with four other churches to help alleviate poverty in Walltown. We’ve made some progress; we’ve started after-school tutoring programs and summer camps. We’ve worked to build Habitat houses and rehab old houses. We’ve held street festivals. By the end of this summer, we hope to start a Walltown Health Clinic, since nearly 50 percent of the residents there have no health insurance. We’ve had some positive impact in Walltown; but we still have a long way to go. 
 
Can we take some of what we’ve learned in Walltown, and apply it to all the distressed neighborhoods of Durham? Can we release the energies of faith communities in our city to form partnerships with other congregations and dream a big dream of abolishing poverty---through education, housing, health care, jobs and daycare, and providing family support for working parents. We have the resources in our city to do this—over time. 
 
But we cannot do it without the spiritual strength of our faith and the faith community. Like Jesus, we are called to side with the poor. We are called to find a passion for the poor—not in some condescending, patronizing bleeding heart attitude. Since this work is part of our spiritual life, we need the poor for what we will receive—the blessing and benefit of doing what is right, what is moral, what is God’s will. Caring for the poor is at the heart of our relationship with God--part of our very salvation.
 
When we have initiated various missions in this church, we have sometimes asked three basic questions: Is this mission incredibly good news? Does it seem impossible to accomplish? Is there a good chance we will fail? If we can answer Yes to all three questions, that’s a good sign that the Spirit is urging us to do it. Is ending poverty in Durham good news? Does it seem impossible to accomplish? Is there a good chance we will fail? If we can say Yes, then we may conclude that the Spirit is calling us to take on the mission.
 
But first we as a congregation, both individually and as a group, must find specific ways to involve ourselves in alleviating poverty. Each of us will need to ask, “What am I willing and called to do personally? What are we as a church willing and called to do? We must find a way to pick up the near edge of this great problem, and act at some sacrifice to ourselves.
 
Someone said recently, “I’ve been waiting a long time for the church to address the question of economic justice. Our Peace and Reconciliation Mission Group is one avenue to work with those who are treated unjustly, those who are left out and left behind. Today Gordon Whitaker will re-sound a call for this group. That’s one way to help. But other forms and structures may emerge as we pray, as we search for ways to be faithful to Jesus’ mission. 
 
“Blessed are the poor, for theirs is the Kingdom of heaven.”
 
PRAYER: God, we know you have not called to be successful; you have called us to be faithful. Give us the faith to join you in bringing compassion and justice for those in need. Give us courage to stand in solidarity with those who suffer prom persistent poverty. Use us to do your will. As the Latin American prayer says, “To those who have hunger, give bread. To those of us who have bread, give us the hunger for justice.” In the spirit of Jesus, Amen.
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